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FYS: Civil Disobedience 
 
As a First-Year Seminar, this course explores the concept of the greater good from the particular 
perspective of civil disobedience.  Laws are intended to protect the good of a community, but 
since human laws are fallible, they can themselves threaten that common good. Questions about 
civil disobedience – when is it appropriate, what form should it take, when it is insufficient – 
thus necessarily raise questions about how to balance different demands that the greater good 
might make on us. 
 Over the course of the semester, you will explore these questions through reading people 
who have defended, and criticized, the practice of civil disobedience.  Since the purpose of this 
exploration is not primarily to introduce you to what others have said but rather to encourage you 
to face these questions seriously yourself, you will also develop your own argument about when, 
or whether, civil disobedience is appropriate. 
 
 
 
Course Goals.  As a result of this course, students will… 
• Become engaged in intellectually challenging and interesting questions and problems. 
• Develop strong mentoring relationships with faculty in and out of the classroom. 
• Join the community of scholars at Xavier University. 
• Establish a solid foundation on which subsequent Core Curriculum courses will build. 
• Engage with a common theme across all semesters: The Greater Good. 
 
 
Course Student Learning Outcomes.  As a result of this course, students will… 
• Core 1b: Apply the approaches of multiple disciplines to a significant issue. 
• Core 6b: Articulate the evolution of their vocation and aspirations to contribute to the 
world. 
• Core 3a: Identify and critically assess multiple dimensions of an ethical issue in an 
attempt to reach a conclusion.  In FYS, this includes: 
o Interpreting challenging readings. 
o Employing effective library research and information literacy skills. 
o Constructing arguments supported with evidence. 
Texts: The starred (*) texts will be available on Canvas; the rest are available through the XU 
Bookstore.    
 Plato, The Trial and Death of Socrates 
 Gandhi, Selected Political Writings 
 *King, “Letter From a Birmingham Jail” 
 Lloyd and Moore, V for Vendetta 
 *Storing, “The Case Against Civil Disobedience” 
 Thoreau, “Civil Disobedience” 
 
Course Grade:  Participation    15 % 
   Discussion Leader     5% 
    IWA    40 % 
   Capstone Project  30% 
   Research Assignments 10 % 
       
   
Participation: This is primarily a discussion class, which means that students must be active 
participants in the course.  I expect everyone to contribute to our discussions and to be 
respectfully engaged with the class when others are talking.   
• You can earn up to 5 participation points each class.  This portion of your grade will be 
based on the percentage of possible points that you earn. 
Discussion Leader: As part of the seminar format of the class, students will take responsibility 
for leading discussion for part of each class.  You will work in groups to develop a synthesis of 
key ideas from the previous class and discussion questions based on those ideas. 
 
Informal Writing Assignments (IWA): You will have regular informal writing assignments, 
some in class and some as take-home assignments.   
• Each assignment will be graded full credit (1), partial credit (.5) or no credit (0).  This 
portion of your grade will be based on the percentage for which you receive full credit.   
• There will be occasional opportunities to make up missed IWAs by attending lectures on 
campus and writing a brief summary and response.  Each response you submit will count 
as the equivalent of a single IWA. 
 
Capstone project: You will research a protest you find interesting and explain what we can 
learn about civil disobedience from studying it. 
• The final project will include both a class presentation and a written analysis.  Each of 
these assignments will be worth 15 % of your grade in the course.   
Research Assignments (RA): As part of your research project, you will submit regular short 
assignments.  These will be graded full credit (1), partial credit (.5) or no credit (0).  This portion 
of your grade will be based on the percentage for which you receive full credit. 
FIRST-YEAR SEMINAR COMPONENTS 
 
As a first-year seminar, this course is intended to be part of your introduction to college.  In 
addition to exploring a specific topic (civil disobedience), the course also includes a number of 
elements that should help you make the transition to being the kind of college student you want 
to be. 
 
Mentoring: One of the benefits of a small seminar is the opportunity for students to interact 
more closely with faculty.  As part of helping you develop as a student, I will be meeting with all 
students individually at least twice over the course of the semester.  In these meetings, we will 
talk about any questions you have either about the class or about your other courses. 
 
Vocation:  One of the Core Learning Outcomes for this course is that students will “articulate 
the evolution of their vocation and aspirations to contribute to the world.”  In our class, we will 
address the idea of vocation through the broad questions of “how should I live?” and “what kind 
of person do I want to be?”  You will begin to articulate your own answer to these questions 
through your statement explaining why, and in what circumstances, you would or would not be 
willing to engage in civil disobedience.   
 
First-Year Experience at Xavier: This course is part of the FYE at Xavier, which also includes 
Manresa, Goa (the First-Year Co-Curricular Program), peer mentoring, and your other Core 
Courses.  We will make some explicit connections between the work in our class and your 
experiences in these other aspects of the FYE, and I encourage you to bring any connections you 
find into our discussions. 
 
 
COURSE POLICIES 
 
Electronics: 
• Laptops and tablets cannot be used during our class discussions unless you clear it with 
me in advance.  Students using a computer in class will be required to sit in the back, so 
as to disturb as few other students as possible.   
• There will be some class periods in which it will be appropriate to use a laptop or 
computer, and I will let you know in advance about those days.    
• Phones should be on silent during class.  Texting must be completed before or after class 
(and texting with the phone under the table is no less disruptive or obvious.)  
 
Late/missed work:  
• IWAs are due before class on the days indicated on the Canvas calendar, unless otherwise 
stated.  You will be allowed to submit two IWA late, for partial credit.  Further late IWAs 
will not be accepted. 
• RAs are due before class on the days indicated on the Canvas calendar, unless otherwise 
stated.  You will be allowed to submit one RA late, for partial credit.  Further late RAs 
will not be accepted 
• Discussion Leader Presentations and Oral Presentations cannot be made up except in 
extraordinary circumstances.  If you must miss a presentation, you must contact me at 
least an hour before class to discuss your alternatives. 
• Capstone final papers are due on the day indicated on the Canvas calendar.  Papers will 
lose a third of a grade (e.g. from a B to B-) for each day late; weekends count as a single 
day. 
• Technical problems are not an adequate excuse for submitting work late.  Submit your 
work early enough that you have time to address any technical problems that come up. 
• Since most of your work will be submitted electronically, it is your responsibility to 
ensure that it has been submitted correctly.   
 
 
Plagiarism: You will be expected to follow the policy for academic honesty as outlined in the 
Xavier University Catalog. Violation of this policy will result in an F on the assignment. A 
second violation of this policy will result in an F for the course. 
• All papers will be submitted to turnitin.com, a service that checks papers against those on 
the web and in its database. If you have any questions or concerns, please see me. 
• Working with other students does not constitute plagiarism, but copying another student’s 
work does. If you work with your classmates or with other students who have taken my 
class in the past, be sure anything you turn in is written in your own words.  
• Consulting a website such as Sparknotes does not constitute plagiarism. Cutting and 
pasting from a website, however, is plagiarism, even if you rephrase occasional passages. 
Any time you use someone else’s words, you must provide an adequate citation.  
Course Schedule 
 
 
This schedule is subject to change. Any changes to the readings, including specific pages for 
you to focus on in the reading, will be posted on Canvas, in the assignments for that week.  Any 
changes to other assignments, including the time when each assignment is due, will also be 
posted on Canvas.  The most reliable way to be sure you know what is due when is to check the 
Calendar in Canvas regularly. 
 
 
 
Date Required Reading Assignment due Discussion 
Leader 
Week 1: Aug 23 What is Civil Disobedience IWA: Examples of Protests  
              Aug 25 Syllabus IWA: Vocation  
Week 2: Aug 30 King, “Letter from a 
Birmingham Jail” 
IWA: King  
              Sep 1 King, “Letter from a 
Birmingham Jail” 
RA: XU Tutor Group 1 
Week 3: Sep 6 King, “Letter from a 
Birmingham Jail” 
IWA: King Outline  Group 2 
             Sep 8 Gandhi, selections RA: Finding a Protest  
IWA: Gandhi 
Group 3 
Week 4: Sep 13 Gandhi, selections IWA: Gandhi 
 
Group 4 
              Sep 15 Gandhi, selections RA: Evaluating Sources  
RA: Preparing to Search 
        Due FRIDAY, 4 pm  
Group 1 
Week 5: Sep 20 LIBRARY DAY IWA: Gandhi Quotes  
 
 
              Sep 22 Thoreau, “Civil 
Disobedience” 
IWA: Thoreau 
RA: Initial Search Results 
Group 2 
MONDAY, Sep. 
26 
COATES LECTURE   
Week 6: Sep 27 Thoreau, “Civil 
Disobedience” 
IWA: Coates Group 3 
              Sep 29 Thoreau, “Civil 
Disobedience” 
RA: Choosing Sources  
IWA: Vocation 
 
Group 4 
Week 7: Oct 4 LIBRARY DAY IWA: Thoreau Thesis  
RA: Annotated 
Bibliography 
         Due END OF CLASS      
 
               Oct 6 FALL BREAK – NO 
CLASS 
  
Week 8: Oct 11 Plato, Crito IWA: Vocation 
IWA: Voter Registration 
 
              Oct 13 Plato, Crito IWA: Plato 
RA: Source Notes (1) 
Group 1 
Week 9:Oct 18 Storing, “The Case Against IWA: Storing Group 2 
Civil Disobedience” 
              Oct 20 Storing, “The Case Against 
Civil Disobedience” 
IWA: Storing  
RA: Source Notes (2) 
Group 3 
Week 10: Oct 25 Storing, “The Case Against 
Civil Disobedience” 
 Group 4 
                Oct 27 WORK DAY – NO CLASS RA: Source Notes (3)  
Week 11: Nov 1 CLASS PRESENTATIONS IWA: Peer Summary  
                Nov 3 CLASS PRESENTATIONS IWA: Peer Summary  
Week 12: Nov 8 CLASS PRESENTATIONS IWA: Peer Summary  
                Nov 10 WORK DAY – NO CLASS RA: Analysis of a source  
Week 13: Nov15 V for Vendetta IWA: V for Vendetta  
                Nov 17 V for Vendetta  Group 1 
Week 14:Nov 22 V for Vendetta Capstone Paper: 
Understanding a Protest 
 
                Nov 24 THANKSGIVING – NO 
CLASS 
  
Week 15:Nov29 V for Vendetta IWA: V for Vendetta Group 2 
                 Dec 1 V for Vendetta  Group 3 
Week 16: Dec 6 Review Discussion IWA: V for Vendetta Group 4 
                Dec 8 Review Discussion IWA: Vocation  
FINAL EXAM 
SCHEDULE 
CORE 100-26 (10:30 class) 
 
CORE 100-27 (2:30 class) 
 
Thursday, Dec. 15, 8:30-
10:20 am 
Tuesday, Dec. 13,  1:00-
2:50 pm  
 
 
  
PHILOSOPHY DEPARTMENT GRADING STANDARDS 
 
According to the Xavier University 2000-02 Catalog, the undergraduate grades of A, B, C, D, F 
signify the following: 
 
A (90-100)  = Exceptional 
B (80-89)  = Good 
C (70-79)  = Satisfactory 
D (60-69)  = Minimum Passing 
F (below 60) = Failure 
 
The Philosophy Department further agrees that these letter grades signify the following level of 
accomplishment by students when given for discursive, written work: 
 
A = work that not merely fully and accurately reproduces class discussion, the main thread in an 
argument or the main philosophical significance of a text under discussion, but which, 
having considered arguments and counter-arguments, goes beyond these and indicates a 
contribution of the student herself or himself, giving evidence of an individual and hence 
deeper understanding of the material in question. 
B = work that shows a more or less complete and exact understanding of the issues, texts, and/or 
arguments as explained in class, clearly and logically formulated without going beyond 
such explanations. 
C = work that shows basic understanding of the material but with errors, omissions and 
confusions of either a formal or material nature. 
D = work that shows a minimal acquaintance with the material or serious logical and conceptual 
flaws in formulating responses to the question raised, the argument at issue, or to the 
philosophical text under discussion. 
F = work that shows inadequate acquaintance with texts, issues, or ideas with little or no valid 
logical argumentation; or, the work is a plagiarism.  Cases of plagiarism, which involve 
the use of published or others’ written work without giving credit, must be given F. 
 
The department does not mandate grade distributions or curves.  The final goal of all of our 
grading must be fairness to all students and the encouragement of the highest level of 
achievement possible in each student. 
Approved by Philosophy Department 
April 15, 2002 
Revised,  January 12, 2005 
 
NOTE: In this class, I will also use +/- grades.  For example:  B+ = 87-89 
B   = 83-86 
B-  = 80-82 
 
